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What Are the Primary Health Effects?  Inhaling high concentrations (20,000 ppb or more) of carbon 
tetrachloride can affect the central nervous system, causing headache and dizziness often accompanied by 
nausea.  If someone breathes air with levels ten times higher (200,000 ppb or more), the liver and kidney 
can be affected.  In the liver, carbon tetrachloride causes fat to build up, making this organ swollen and 
tender and impairing its function.  In the kidney, it reduces the ability to produce urine, causing the body 
to retain water (especially the lungs) and waste products to build up in the blood.  Except in severe cases, 
these effects disappear after exposure stops, and the liver and kidney begin functioning normally again 
within a few days or weeks.  Eating food or drinking water with high concentrations of carbon 
tetrachloride can also cause similar effects in the liver and kidney.   Eating food with 2,500 parts per 
million (ppm) carbon tetrachloride can cause mild effects in most people, but they can be severe, even 
fatal, in individuals such as heavy drinkers whose liver function is already impaired.  Its toxicity is also 
increased by interactions with other chemicals such as ketones (e.g., acetone).  Carbon tetrachloride has 
been shown to increase the frequency of liver tumors in animals given relatively high concentrations by 
mouth (through a tube) for a long time.  Although data indicate it causes liver cancer in animals, we do 
not know whether it can cause cancer in humans ingesting it in food or water.  We also do not know 
whether it can cause cancer in animals or humans if it is inhaled.  On the basis of the animal studies, the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) identifies carbon tetrachloride as a probable human carcinogen. 

What Is the Risk?   The EPA has developed toxicity values to estimate the risk of getting cancer or 
other adverse health effects as a result of inhaling or ingesting carbon tetrachloride (see box below).  The 
toxicity value for estimating the risk of getting cancer is called a slope factor (SF), and the value for the 
non-cancer effect is called a reference dose (RfD).  An SF is an estimate of the chance that a person 
exposed to the chemical will get cancer from taking in one milligram per kilogram of body weight per day 
(mg/kg-day), for a lifetime.  An RfD is an estimate of the highest dose that can be taken in every day 
without causing an adverse non-cancer effect.  These toxicity values have been developed by studying test 
animals given relatively high doses over their lifetimes, then adjusting and normalizing those results to a 
mg/kg-day basis for humans.   
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